
DREAMING OF AN INTERLAKE 

I have wanted a sailboat for as long as I can remember. I love all kinds of machines. I have 
built cars and airplanes and many smaller things. I particularly enjoy flying. But there has always 
been something about the allure of white sails standing tall against the breeze that fires my 
imagination and draws me to the water. Finally, 35 years after my first sailing experience, I’m 
fulfilling my dream. I just finished the restoration of Interlake #549 and yesterday was the test 
cruise. 

I live in Arizona and you might wonder what I am doing with an Interlake all the way out in 
the western desert. It all started back in the mid-1960s when some folks living in Arizona wanted to 
bring Ohio sailing traditions here and tried to start an Interlake sailing class in the Phoenix, Arizona 
area. They formed a company called Desert Products and ordered hulls 541-550 from Customflex. 
My first sail boating experience was with my uncle in hull #545, which he then owned. He had 
pulled that little boat all over the country and had sailed it in places like Mexico, the Potomac 
River, and on Lake Pleasant, Arizona. He even left a motor at the bottom of the Gulf of California. I 
loved listening to his tales, which created in my young mind’s eye visions of adventure on the high 
seas. 

I still remember the day my uncle invited me to sail with him on Lake Pleasant, a reservoir 
north of Phoenix known for windy conditions. We skimmed across the water as if on wings. I 
remember the wind in my face and the snap of the sails in the breeze. It was exhilarating! In the 
years that followed I would look at the boat and wonder about it. I would clean it and polish it. But 
it rarely if ever left the farm. Over the years the boat went unused and the hull was given to 
someone and disappeared. Somehow I ended up with the rudder and the sails. Every now and then I 
would look at them in the garage and consider how I was going to find a boat with which to use 
them.  

One day at work I was browsing the website for the Arizona Sailing Foundation and there it 
was: an Interlake that just needed a little TLC. My mother was just home from the hospital and my 
father was now a fulltime caregiver and could use a break once in a while. Sailing might be just the 
thing. So, “knowing” that I could spend a few weekends cleaning and polishing, add my sails and 
rudder, and be on the water in just a few weeks, I bought the boat and started dreaming of sailing by 
the summer. Boy did I ever get that wrong. Yesterday was the test cruise after nearly three years of 
restoration work. There are a few little things to finish, but finally, three years on, I will be able to 
take my Dad sailing! 

This is the picture of my purchase. I was so proud as I trailered it across Phoenix. 

   



 

My dad was excited too as I started planning the work that needed to be done. I contacted Terry 
Kilpatrick of Customflex and developed a plan for evaluating the boat. A closer inspection 
indicated that this project might take a little longer than anticipated. The balsa floor was rotted and 
would have to be removed. The trunk needed to be cut out and redone and the floor had plywood 
stringers glassed in longitudinally that Terry said would just rot and ruin any fiberglass work. The 
floor ribs had been partially installed, and had all rotted. With the boat came an old boom and a 
blank mast extrusion, a variety of wires, two halves of a rudder that someone had formed out of 
aluminum. There were no deck or hull fittings installed anywhere. The plastic insert for the old rub 
rail housed so much dirt that every time I washed the boat, the sides were streaked with mud. The 
deck was covered with fiberglass weave non-skid whose gel coat covering was chalky and rough. 
The gel coat was discolored where someone had shoved foam pads between the boat and the trailer 
wheel wells. A drain hole was drilled off-center just aft of the centerboard trunk. I was beginning to 
see that this was going to require a little more than some spit and polish. 

   

I have now ground more fiberglass than I hope ever to do again in my lifetime! I initially had hoped 
to simply cut the centerboard trunk down, but Terry and I decided it would be better to replace it 
altogether. So, reluctantly, I cut it out. 

  

 



There were many places that were rotten through the hull, along the lines of the wooden stringers. 

So I next had to turn to fiberglass work inside to repair the damage.  

 With the inside of the hull done (I thought) I turned to the outside. I pushed the boat from 
the trailer onto two tractor tires, and them tipped it on edge on the grass and laid it down upside 
down on a dolly I had built. 

    

I thought that I would now be able to polish the gel coat on the bottom and get the boat finished. 
But the next lesson was about fiberglass blisters. I spent weeks grinding and repairing the bottom of 
the boat. In some places, I ground through to the repairs that I had made from the inside. So in those 
spots, I completely re-glassed the bottom of the boat. In the picture, you can see the new fiberglass 
laid up on the inside of the boat showing through to the outside where I ground away the old gel 
coat. Then I had to re-fiberglass the holes I had made and fair  

  

the bottom of the boat so that it was uniform. Did I mention that I now hate sanding! Next came the 
new trunk. Terry Kilpatrick made it at his shop and shipped the trunk, centerboard and a bunch of 
other parts to me. Things were starting to take shape. Finally I was building instead of tearing 
things apart.  



   

As you can see from the photos, the floor was not perfect and the prospect of grinding more 
fiberglass was not attractive, so I elected to install a floor in the boat. Terry patiently made floor 
ribs and sent them to me for installation.  

  

With the bottom repairs, preserving the old gel coat was no longer an option, so I set about 
learning how to spray gel coat. And naturally, I decided to change the color. It took about three 
applications of gel coat to complete the task. Applying gel coat on the outside of a surface rather 
than in a mold is difficult at best. I sanded through to the old white color several times. Color 
matching was not easy. Because of the summer heat, I had to wait until the right time in the middle 
of the night to spray the gel coat. And then there was the endless sanding. Did I mention that I hate 
sanding? But finally the hull started to shape up. Then, back to the tractor tires to turn the boat over 
and start on the top. I thought a nice shiny top would be nice so I filled in the non-skid and finished 
the deck. Finally it was ready to go back on the trailer. I looked at it for hours thinking, “what 
beautiful lines.” 

    

Then I noticed the imperfections in the deck. Not just little defects but large ridges that ran laterally 
across the deck. I considered grinding the deck and leveling the defects, but I was concerned about 



whether I could make it good enough outside a mold. Ultimately, I elected to restore the original 
non-skid pattern with a product called KiwiGrip from Jamestown Distributors.  

   

Terry sent more parts and I started installing chain plates, the bow eye, the furler, and many other 
parts. It would have been too difficult to install fiberglass flotation tanks with the deck in place, so 
Terry suggested using Styrofoam sheets glued together. I made bags out of gray sunscreen material 
to hold the blocks and made attach points for strapping to hold them in place. For forward flotation, 
I am using water bags designed to add more weight to wake boarding boats. They have never been 
used for that, but they are perfect for my flotation needs. Then there was all the machining work on 
the mast that had to be completed by hand. Terry kept sending parts for that project. Finally, the day 
came a few months ago when we got the mast up for the first time. It looked great even if we had to 
improvise a bit pending parts installation. 

   

Things were really starting to come together, so it was time to build the floor. Terry and I had 
discussed just using fiberglass and plywood painted gray. I elected to build a teak floor instead for 
three reasons. First, I calculated that the cost would be similar. Second I really didn’t want to do 
more fiberglass work at that point. And third, I love wood and I thought that an old fashioned wood 
floor would look great! I used teak so that I could oil instead of varnishing it and so that it would 
match the trunk trim. I bought two large teak boards, milled them to size and made spacer blocks 
out of the scraps. Here is the result. 



  

So finally, with much help from Terry Kilpatrick my “mail order” boat is complete. After 
almost three years of working Saturdays and many weeknights, May 3, 2014 was the maiden 
voyage to test the systems. After a few minutes of getting everything adjusted, we were off and 
sailing here in the Arizona Desert. Many thanks go out to Terry Kilpatrick for his tireless assistance 
in helping me complete this project. He sent parts, offered advice, made drawings and shared in all 
the small successes and completions along the way. It’s a good thing that cell phone plans don’t 
have separate long-distance charges anymore! 

  

The next voyage will be with my Dad. He too offered encouragement and helped along the 
way. Sometimes he would just shake his head and wonder what I had gotten myself into. Now we 
are both really proud of the result. We’ll go to the lake here in town, just 15 minutes from the 
house. He is still taking care of Mom and a little time on the water will be a great respite. 

 As for me, I have finally achieved my dream. I love everything about my boat. Its long 
beautiful lines, the tall sails, the color, the beautiful teak floor (sometimes I put more oil on it just to 
see the grain of the wood better), and leaving motors and noise ashore. The best part is that now, I 
can spend my time sharing my Interlake with my family and helping them appreciate a peaceful day 
with the wind in our faces, and the joy of manipulating the boat and the wind with precision and 
grace, free from every day pressures for a little while. 



  

My uncle passed away in January. He would have loved this. I still have the old sails from # 
545, the Interlake that started this whole journey for me. Now, every time I go out with my boat, I 
will remember that first time on the water long ago sailing with him in the Arizona desert. 

By Otto S. Shill, III 
Interlake #549 
Mesa, Arizona 
oshill@cox.net 


